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The Night Riders
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The evening before Ruth Swain’s husband died, she spent the twilight spell with him talking over his plans.

Neither had a premonition in the afterglow of day that before the sun rose again they would be parted for ever in a night of horror.

Ruth had settled their babies, Donald, two, and Edith who was just eight months, in their cribs, and left the sod house to join Ned out front after he’d milked the cow.

For Ruth, it was a comfortable time of day. A cooling wind swept from a far-distant source across the endless plains and gentled into their shallow valley at the edge of the Sandhills. The heat-haze had gone and now it was the coming darkness that blurred the blue horizon behind which a red sun had made a majestic exit.

The kiss of the breeze on Ruth’s glowing cheek was supplanted by Ned’s lips and sudden contentment brought forth an involuntary sigh.

“My, that sounds weary!” Ned said, misinterpreting her pleasure. “But it won’t be much longer now, honey. Next spring we’ll build a comfortable frame house right where we stand an’ the old soddy can be given over to the livestock.”

Now Ruth did sigh with the stirrings of concern. “Shouldn’t we hold off, Ned? The soddy isn’t that awful really. And the lumber for a fine house would use up practically all our savings.”

“Well, yeah. An’ we’d have to freight it out from one of the Missouri River towns – maybe even from Omaha.”

“I think we should use the money other ways.” At twenty-two, mature and a mother, Ruth had kept the prettiness of her girlhood, but a seriousness made her green eyes somber.

Ned said nothing. He busied his fingers with shaking flakes of tobacco from a muslin Durham sack and twisting up a wheatstraw-paper cigarette.

Ruth was re-impressed, absently, that his strong brown hands were scarred and calloused from working the claim. She reached up to put her own hand – slimmer and paler but work-roughened, too – to his shoulder.

“The sod house is acceptable for proving up,” she said. “I reckon we ought to spend the money on gaining title. That’s what the Schillers were going to do. At the end of six months, Mr Schiller was going to commute his homestead entry to a preemption entry, pay a dollar twenty-five an acre and receive title.”

Ned thumbnailed a match and frowned. “Sure. That’s what Kurt told folks. But he never got around to doin’ it, did he?”

“Only because he was” – Ruth paused, shuddering at the unpleasant memory – “shot.”

“We can wait out the five years’ residence requirement, Ruth,” he said, deliberately refraining from comment on Schiller’s death. “That way we only pay a small fee for the service of the register an’ receiver an’ can spend our savin’s anyways we want.”

“If we had title to the land,” Ruth murmured, “we could borrow on it today and make any improvements we liked.”

“No, Ruth, no!”

“Why? Because you want our babes to grow up living like squatters? Because you’re scared of a little debt?”

Ned grew troubled and gruff. “It ain’t neither of them things, and you know that. I just think it’s best we shouldn’t draw attention to ourselfs too fast.”

“Like Kurt Schiller did?”

“Well, maybe. We settlers can’t prove nothin’, but we got strong suspicions.”

“The cattlemen?”

“I guess. No nevermind what the law says, they look on these tracts as their free-graze.”

“It was surveyed public land. Mr Schiller had as much right as us – as anyone – to stake out a claim and establish residence. It’s provided in the Homestead Act!”

Ned shrugged at her indignation. “The cattle bosses want it to stay in the public domain forever. But they’re fools anyhow. There ain’t no such thing as free air.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning their own greed will trip them. The Sandhills cover one quarter of the state, but they’ll overstock marginal grazing land for sure and the cattle boom will bust. They can’t all be John Bratts.”

Ruth took another tack. “That’s as maybe. But building a house is just as apt to bring them down on us – whoever they are. Sheriff Krieser in Blue Flats paid no nevermind to what happened to Mr Schiller.”

Ned growled his agreement. “He sits in that office of his in town gettin’ rich an’ fat like a lazy cat.”

“You reckon he could be in the pocket of the cattlemen’s association?”

“It’d figger, wouldn’t it?”

“Right.”

“He’s downright friendly with Stella Tinwald, an’ everyone knows she rules the cattlemen’s roost hereabouts since her husband had his stroke.”

“She’s a foul-mouthed tyrant, that woman. She’s just like a man – no, worse than any man. Do you think her Tumbling-T bunch killed Mr Schiller?”

“They’d do anythin’ she told ’em, I’m sure of that. They’d durst not. She’s one tough biddy, Lord knows. She’s got an arm as strong as any man, she lets it be put about. I’ve heard it said she’s no mean hand with a branding-iron an’ all.” A shrewdness crept into his voice. “An’ she’s good with guns her ownself.”

“A murderer ...” Ruth conjectured, disturbed by the thought. Although she didn’t consider it a real possibility, she shivered.

Ned drew angrily on his cigarette, then threw the butt away from him, a firefly in the dusk.

“Aw, come on, Ruth,” he said, blowing out a puff of smoke with the words. You’re gettin’ cold out here and we’re only talkin’ suppositions. Let’s go inside and get to bed.”

Ruth followed him. One thing about the soddy, it was shelter from the winds, forever present here, whatever their strength. It stayed warm inside when it was cold out, and cool when the sun blazed down. The worst times were when it rained. The showers of late spring and summer produced the discomfort of leaks and the threat of a water-soaked sod roof pressing down on the rafters and possibly caving in. But tonight all that would fall would be the odd piece of dirt or prairie grass, and most of this would be caught by the cheesecloth lining strung under the rafters.

The children were sleeping soundly. Donald had kicked off his covers. Ruth tucked them back around him and stooped to kiss his smooth warm brow, affection welling in her heart. In looks Donald distinctly favored his father. Strongly built, he was already a smaller version of Ned with curly black hair and long black eyelashes that would be the envy of any girl.

Ruth turned her attention to little Edith, checking she was still dry, giving her, too, a feather-light kiss before preparing herself for bed.

She unfolded and laid out her cotton nightgown and was glad to take off her worn dress. Its homespun always seemed so heavy and constricting – not so much now but especially at those times, before Edith was fed, when her full breasts were swollen and firm and the sensitive nipples leaked their abundance.

Ned had lit just one candle and during the moment she stood naked in the half-light, Ruth felt his admiring eyes on her. She gloried in it. Deep in her belly an anticipatory ache foreshadowed the pleasure of the lovemaking she knew was to come.

The ripeness of womanhood had left her with no coyness or hesitation. Together they moved quickly to bed and joyously into the celebration of their love. It was like a healing to put aside their cares and small differences this way.

*        *        *
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Ruth tried to sleep but she tossed fitfully. The cotton nightdress had long since been removed in the dark secrecy of their bed. For a spell Ned’s strong body had covered and possessed her till – after they’d reached the sweet, gasping peak of their passion and a relaxing somnolence overtook them – he’d thoughtfully withdrawn and rolled his weight off her. But as Ruth’s breathing and heartbeat returned to normal, the bedsheets had quickly become damp beneath her buttocks. They had clung, too, to her sweat-moist limbs, so she was caught in a tangle like a bird in a snare.

Like Ned, she was satiated. She knew that in the natural order of things sleep should have come quickly to her tired and spent body. Hence it was far from pleasant to accept her restlessness had more to do with her mind than any trivial, physical discomfort. It was almost as though she had gotten afraid, for goodness’ sake.

Was it some sort of claustrophobia, she wondered. But their soddy wasn’t like some she’d been in – all stinking buffalo hides and old rag carpet and dirt-encrusted blankets for windows and room dividers. No, they had real windows here, with wooden joinery and actual glass panes in sashes that opened to let in the air. And grown, adult women didn’t take on phobias sudden like, did they?

When she first heard the thrumming, she thought it was just pressure in her ears and swallowed to clear them. But the sound became a throbbing that traveled up from the earthen floor through the legs of the bed.

Her curiosity about the phenomenon blossomed quickly into alarm when she identified it as the hoofbeats of a sizable bunch of riders approaching at a fast canter.

Pulses jumping, Ruth sat up and shook her man awake.

“Wha’ ’s it?” Ned mumbled. “What’s wrong?”

“Listen! Riders in the valley, and coming closer!”

Ned’s face must have gone dead white, because it matched the blur of gray that was his nightshirt. He slipped from the bed and padded to the door. His groping hands located the Winchester set on the pegs beside it.

He hadn’t time to check the load. Outside, the night riders were making no attempt to conceal their arrival. Raucous cries rang out.

“Waaa-hoooo!”

“Yip-yip-eeee!”

The horsemen drew rein in the Swains’ yard. The cocksure belligerence in their challenging howls was a warning Ned knew he could do nothing about.

“Swain! Git yore ass outa thar!” one of the riders yelled.

“Ned! Don’t go out!” Ruth pleaded. “That bunch aims to kill you the way they killed Mr Schiller!”

“I got no choice, Ruth,” he said. “If’n y’ask me, it’s sure as shootin’ they’ll bust in here guns blazin’ if I don’t!”

Shocked from his sleep, Ned was angrily blind to his own position. His turbulent thoughts were solely for the safety of his young wife and children.

He shoved open the door, and strode out, the Winchester in his hands, his eyes burning. He cut a wild figure in his crumpled nightshirt and with his hair a rumpled black thatch.

“What’s the meanin’ o’ this hell-raisin’?” he demanded. “You hombres are trespassin’ on our claim.”

The riders’ identities were crudely hidden by skeps and dusters. Ruth glimpsed them through the open door and went cold at the sight. In the light of the gibbous moon, the hooded figures looked horrific and evil.

The lead rider leaned forward, peering through the slitted eyeholes of his conical mask. A sneer was in his voice.

“Nester, you got a hell of a nerve.” He turned to his companions. “Trespassin’, says he. Seems like we have to l’arn him this here’s open range, not fergettin’ a little matter of missing stock an’ waterholes ran dry by his interferin’ irrigation schemes.”

Ned’s jaw tightened. “Are you accusin’ me o’ rustlin’, mister?”

“Mebbe so. Plenty o’ cows vanishin’. Hosses an’ all.”

“That’s a lie! There ain’t no rustlers operatin’ aroun’ here. I don’t run no herd. You can see it for yourselfs.”

The riders’ spokesmen shrugged. “Run ’em off an’ sold ’em, huh?”

Ned simmered. “You got a stupid mouth, an’ you’re too scared to show your face besides, mister. You got nothin’ else to say ’cept lies, you better light a shuck!”

“Yeah, I got more to say, homesteader. We reck’n you should pull up stakes an’ light out while you got the chance. Your sort ain’t wanted hereabouts.”

Ned’s temper snapped. “By God, I don’t have to take this! We’ve established residence legal-like. Git goin’, you dirty bastards!”

Beneath the hood, his tormentor’s muffled voice took on a jeering tone. “You hear that, boys? He’s gettin’ personal. He calls us dirty!”

Ned was goaded into folly. “Git goin’!” he roared. And to show he meant business he worked the lever of the Winchester, pumping a shell into the chamber. Almost in the same movement, he went to throw the weapon to his shoulder.

Instantly, one of the men behind the riders’ mouthpiece jerked a ready-fisted and cocked Colt into sight.

In the doorway behind Ned, Ruth screamed.

But without pause the man who’d drawn the Colt fired.

The muzzle flash blinded Ruth and the crash deadened her ears. She screamed again, not hearing herself.

Ned dropped the Winchester and went rigid, his big frame involuntarily jerked upright by the startling impact of the slug and the terrible awareness that he was mortally hit.

With nightmarish slowness, Ruth saw her husband collapse onto his hands and knees.

The rider who’d done the talking drew a gun of his own, kneed his hose forward and bent far over in the saddle. He triggered twice, punching two dark holes in the arched whiteness of Ned’s nightshirted back.

It was at this point, mercifully, that Ruth fainted in a heap. She didn’t see Ned jerk and thresh and become abruptly, very finally still, measuring his full length in the moon-silvered dust of the yard.

*        *        *
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“Damned fool,” the man who’d shot first commented.

“Yeah,” said the leader shortly. Seemingly now out of words, he calmly thumbed open his gun’s loading gate and ejected the two empty shells. He prized glinting fresh cartridges from the loops of his belt and reloaded.

“We’d better ride, boss.”

“Yeah.”

The hooded riders wheeled their mounts, preparing to leave. Several of the horses had been pawing the ground restlessly. Tossed harness trappings jangled.

The bunch’s spokesman drew rein and paused a moment. Under the skep perspiration beaded his upper lip. He thought it was an awful pity about the woman lying in the doorway, covered only partially by some sort of flimsy wrap she’d clearly flung around herself in haste. Every exposed inch of her was full woman.

Females of her ilk were a scarce breed in the West. You could pay for your pleasures, sure. But the perfunctory service of some much-used and probably none-too-white flesh in a parlor house wouldn’t compare with the slow and thorough rape of this healthy, well-endowed Anglo-Saxon beauty.

He swallowed the excess of saliva that had suddenly wetted his dry mouth.

The other men might not stand for the amusement that had leaped to his mind. Often even the most degenerate of the frontier’s riffraff subscribed to the code of chivalry that valued women and afforded them respect no matter what.

On the other hand, if his companions were of a like mind to himself, they would want their turn, too, and there’d be much hoorawing and the chance of being unmasked.

Uncomfortable in the saddle, the leader clattered off after the others. He told himself that before Swain’s widow packed up and headed back East, as surely she must, there might be another opportunity...

A ground-nesting bird, disturbed by the riders’ passage, took wing from a clump of hackberry and disappeared, complaining, into the night.

Its mournful cries were taken up from the sod house by one of the wakened infants.
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A Fated Journey
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For a fact, Joshua Dillard was a drifter. But it was a fact he chose not to acknowledge. It was, he told himself, the following of his trade that kept him on the move back and forth throughout the West.

When Dillard was in the mood to put on airs, which was seldom, he said he was a range detective. He had the credentials, too. At one time he’d been an operative with the famous Allan Pinkerton Detective Agency, but that was part of a past he strove largely to forget. The memories of certain aspects and incidents were too bitter-sweet. This was maybe another reason why he favored the nomadic lifestyle and places where it was his own mind alone that was haunted.

Some would say, bluntly, that Dillard was a professional gunman, a bounty man, a killer for hire. At times he’d been all of these things, though clinging to a personal code of ethics peculiarly his own and shaped by grim experience. This code was at once the source of his ruthless strength and the seed of his failures.

It was what brought him back now to Tucson, Arizona, having messed up on the job he’d been doing in the south-west for a prosperous businessman in New York.

In summary, he’d been functioning as a covert bodyguard for a talented writer in the stable of a publisher of dime novels. The young writer had insisted on coming West to seek authentic color. The greenhorn had mixed it with owlhoots and assorted rapscallions. Meanwhile, Dillard had been sidetracked onto a mission of death-dealing largely inspired by motives of his own. Finally, the greenhorn had gotten himself in a tangle from which Dillard didn’t have the means to extract him. It was called prospective matrimony.

Knowing he was beaten by the Hellyer's Creek affair, and that the intended bride, a capable, born-and-bred Westerner, had all the grit needed to keep the client’s protégé out of further trouble, Dillard had chucked in the job.

Dillard had lost money on the chore, picking up no more than expenses. His bank balance was dwindling. Realistically, deals that were within the law and that he might choose to handle were few and far between. Moreover, he couldn’t be bothered with any unless the dinero was right. These days he was responsible to no one but himself, and that’s how he liked it.

“But, Joshua my boy, your luck needs to change before winter, or you’ll end up a starving bum.”

Dillard had spoken aloud as he’d entered the lobby of the shabby hotel on the town’s outskirts where he’d stayed on his previous way through. It was a habit you sometimes got into, spending long hours on your lonesome.

“A bum, Mr Dillard?” the desk clerk said. He ran a scornful eye over the former guest’s brush-clawed, ride-dusty range garb and his slack war-bag. And he laughed. “I guess
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